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ABSTRACT
The financial interests of news media drive sensational and exaggerated narratives on 
social problems. These narratives are more designed to generate audiences, rather than 
accurately inform the populace on current issues. In turn, media consumers come to 
understand societal problems in an Us versus Them discourse, which creates support for 
coercive punitive reactions to those problems. This thesis uses the war on drugs as a case 
study in how these narratives develop. The research also examines how the medical 
marijuana movement affected the narratives on drug issues to determine how activists 
might alter narratives in ways more favorable to their own causes.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This thesis will illustrate how profit-motivated sensationalism in the news affects policy­
making decisions and how understanding this can help activists organize effective media 
campaigns. The news industry, mainly committed to generating and maintaining 
audiences for advertisers, promulgates exaggerated pictures of societal issues. These 
versions of reality goad hysterical reactions that smother reasoned, democratic debate on 
policy in general. Other journalistic values, such as accuracy and balanced inquiry, 
become only secondary considerations in the corporate news atmosphere. This means 
that the most dire aspects of an issue — those that will hold an audience’s attention — 
will be presented in the foreground of a news story (Glassner 1999).
This research assumes that no major changes in how media are owned or operated 
will come about anytime soon. It does not attempt to find ways for activists to re-teach 
journalists how to do their jobs or increase regulation of the media. Through 
understanding what motivates journalists and editors, activists can design effective 
campaigns that will appeal to journalists while altering the narratives on the activists’ 
issues. For the purposes of this research, I use the war on drugs in the United States as a 
case study to show the effects of media sensationalism on public policy and effective 
media campaigns.
All successful (i.e. profitable) news narratives will have an element of moral 
disgust. An offended and frightened audience is one that is paying attention (Dahl, 
Frankenberger, & Manchanda 2003). In news narratives on drugs, this includes mothers 
neglecting their children to pay for drugs, women using drugs while pregnant, gangsters
1
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firing indiscriminately at rivals, or people generally shirking their responsibilities in the 
hedonistic pursuit of drug-fueled pleasure.
The drug policy reform movement has seen some success in the past decade, in 
part because it changed this narrative with the medical marijuana strategy. Drug policy 
reform strategists noticed that people were overwhelmingly in support of doctor 
prescribed marijuana. Therefore, they could use their support for medical use of 
marijuana to drive a wedge through resistant state legislatures (Sullum 2003). What is 
important to this research is that the strategy opened a door to alter the narrative on drug 
policy in general. In previous narratives, the enemy was a violent, crazed addict poised 
to attack at any second. But when the news media went to cover the medical marijuana 
issue, the enemy was frail, sometimes elderly, sick people who could hardly be 
considered a threat. Suddenly, the moral outrage was turned on its head and directed at 
the Drug Enforcement Administration. The movement has since used the medical 
marijuana strategy to portray drug warriors as cruel, excessive and uncompassionate.
The narrative is being rewritten so that drug warriors are the transgressors of social 
norms, and this opens the door up for reform of all drug laws.
Other campaigns, I argue, will be more successful if they can find a way to be 
sensational while reversing the moral disgust toward the opposition. For example, pro- 
choice activists will find little of that element waving around coat hangers. I argue that 
such an abstract image of a botched, back alley abortion simply cannot compete with the 
morally offensive and sensational image of an eviscerated fetus. Through this research, I 
hope to illustrate why this is so.
2
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Theoretical Framework
This thesis is informed by a meaning-oriented journalistic scholarship. Stemming from 
the sociology of knowledge, this scholarship looks at news as an important aspect of the 
construction of reality within social discourse. This approach takes on Carey’s (1989) 
ritual view of the communication process, which departs from the transmission view in 
which information is transmitted to a passive audience who then absorbs what is given.
The communication process, according to Carey, is a ritual where these meanings 
are created. In his words, communications is “the symbolic process whereby reality is 
produced, maintained, repaired and transformed” (Carey 1989:21). In Carey’s view, 
reality is the social world whose meaning is not natural but rather a world of unconscious 
assumptions and conscious meanings. Those meanings are products of human agency, 
produced and reproduced through the communicative process. Reeves and Campbell 
(1994) point out the liberating and limiting influence of this theory. Treating reality as 
something that is constructed frees us from the idea that our world has any real 
predeterminations at all. Technology, ideologies, public enterprise, and economies are all 
human products. Therefore human struggle and action can still change the world. Yet, it 
does place the responsibility for the social world we live in squarely in our own hands.
Reeves and Campbell applied Carey’s theories to examine broadcast news in a 
dynamic way, allowing them to examine how television news created the social world of 
the 1980s with the audience’s participation. For this thesis, Carey’s theories are used the 
same way when examining the creation of public policy. According to the ritual view of 
communication, news narratives do not cause policy. The ritual of communication 
creates meaning to which policymakers and the public react.
3
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At the dawn of the 1950s, 80 percent of all newspapers in the United States were 
independently owned. In 2002, 46 corporations controlled more than 50 percent of all 
news media. This family of conglomerates owned 1,800 daily newspapers, 11,000 
magazines, 2,000 television stations, and 11,000 radio stations. Today, the major 
television networks (ABC, NBC, and CBS) are all part of major corporations. In 2000, 
advertising sales made up an average of 82 percent of a newspaper’s revenue 
(Overholser and Jamieson, 2005).
Most news today, then, is produced by a few corporations, whose survival 
depends on their ability to generate audiences. A study by Dahl, Frankenberger, and 
Manchanda (2003) demonstrated that the people will retain the most information within 
an advertisement when the ad is shocking and offensive. I would argue that the same is 
true for news stories. They will hold people’s attention more effectively if they shock and 
offend the audience. Ratings and circulation increases follow these stories. For example, 
as recounted in Baum (1997), in 1984 Newsweek ran a photo of a teenager snorting 
cocaine on the cover. This issue sold 15 percent more copies than the year’s average. 
Therefore, journalists have a vested interest in focusing on stories that are sensational 
with an element of moral outrage.
Discourse spreads outward from these exaggerated pictures of the world, and an 
“Us versus Them” dialogue arises in which people view the problem in terms of who is 
causing it, and what we need to do to Them to solve the problem. Lawmakers then react 
to these narratives, seeking to destroy threats and ignoring more rational, fact-based 
approaches to solving problems. Policy then becomes based entirely on irrational and 
unfounded fears (Jenkins, 1999; Gomez, 1997).
4
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Consider, for example, the reporting of Judith Miller of the New York Times with 
respect to claims made before the 2003 Iraq war. As Goodman explains (2004), Miller 
regularly reported completely unsubstantiated claims that Saddam Hussein was pursuing 
weapons of mass destruction programs, all based on questionable sources. The Times 
regularly published Miller’s accounts, often placing the stories on the front page. There 
was a huge push to get the “scoop” on Saddam’s weapons pursuit, which led the stories 
to be published with little scrutiny. With reasonable voices questioning the threat posed 
by Iraq effectively obscured or silenced, the debate on the Iraq War was based on 
unfounded fears and misinformation. Therefore, a majority of the public understood the 
problem only in exaggerated terms of the threat Saddam posed. This left the audience, 
which includes lawmakers, unable to consider any other options other than war.
Biased Against Objectivity
Working within the theoretical framework of the Carey’s (1989) ritual view of 
communication, this examination of the media takes a departure from traditional 
approaches to media studies, which scrutinize news for journalistic “bias.” Such research 
tries to understand the nature of news in terms of its loyalty to facts, free from any 
personal viewpoints or political agendas. Objectivity in news reporting is the child of the 
mass production of news. As Carey (1989) explains, objectivity in reporting began with 
the utilization of the telegraph to disseminate information. Stripped of personal values 
and given to a scientific language, news became a commodity that could be transmitted 
by telegraph and sold to newspapers from California to Maine. Only later did it become 
a journalistic value for the sake of fairness and accuracy.
5
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McChesney (2003) notes that “objective” reporting arose only after the press went 
from being a vehicle for politics to one of commercial interests. As costs fell and 
population increased, advertising became a significant source of revenue. Publications 
were concentrated in fewer hands, and an explicitly partisan press flourished that favored 
the views of the elite. During the Progressive Era, widespread public criticism and a call 
for more balanced coverage led publishers to separate the commercial and editorial side 
of news. This was motivated by financial interests of the media owners. From this 
system arose what we know of as professional journalism today. Therefore, objective 
reporting functions much like sensationalism itself. It is designed to make news 
marketable to large audiences.
Anatomy of Hype
As Foucault (1977) explained, surveillance became an important aspect of social control 
beginning in the 18th Century. Previously, punishment was an extension of the power of 
the sovereign. Therefore, public humiliation, torture, and execution were mainly 
employed as a way to get revenge on the person who has done injury to the state. This 
eventually led to public sympathy rather than control, and more and more, the public 
rallied in favor of the prisoner.
Reform, Foucault argues, did not grow out of compassion, but rather out of the 
nature of how criminal behavior is viewed. Beginning in the 18th Century, a crime 
became more of an assault on the public rather than the state. And to avoid public 
sympathy toward the prisoner, punishment became a concealed act. This gave birth to 
the prison, which consisted less of direct implementation of pain upon the body and more
6
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a regimentation of the person’s daily life, behavior, and schedule. Punishment was more 
about forcing discipline upon the prisoner, which suited the needs of the Industrial Era. 
Factories and modem militaries needed docile bodies and regimented behavior. This 
kind of control required constant observation to identify the offenders. As Reeves and 
Campbell (1994) explain, the news acts as the mechanism of surveillance in modem 
society.
A modem news narrative begins when a news organization “discovers” a 
dilemma. If the narrative generates a buzz, competitors follow in kind, spreading the 
message across national networks and newspaper chains (Jenkins, 1999). These 
journalistic discoveries function a lot like Columbus’s discovery of America. As Reeves 
and Campbell (1994) state: “For people already living in the New World, Columbus’s 
errant voyage was not so much an expedition as an intrusive probe by technologically 
superior forces who, ultimately, were bent on conquest” (p. 147). Similarly, journalistic 
discoveries represent an economically superior force turning its scrutiny one direction or 
another in an exploitive manner. They define the object of discovery in their own terms 
and create the paradigm under which the problem will be understood, ignoring the voices 
of those who are living within the area of surveillance except for those that fit the chosen 
paradigm.
The discoveries that receive the most attention will be those that cause the most 
moral outrage. But for the offense to develop into a full-blown narrative that the 
audience will recall and follow for any significant period of time, the enemy must be 
clearly labeled. Therefore, there must be a “who did it” within the narrative for it to be of 
any interest (Hume 2000). For example, a story containing a complicated analysis of
7
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
poverty, unemployment, and a lack of treatment services will not clearly label who is to 
blame in contrast to the story of a drug bust or raid on a crack house. The audience then 
comes to understand societal problems in terms of who causes the problem and what 
must be done to “them,” rather than what social conditions contribute to the problem’s 
manifestation (Reeves and Campbell 1994).
Adopting these characteristics, the corporate production of news turns journalism 
into propaganda when reporters and politicians find themselves on the same page. 
Journalists pushing fear as a means to generate audiences are behaving the same way that 
politicians do when they are exploiting fear to generate support for their misguided 
agendas or hide their failures (Jenkins 1999; Gomez 1997).
The challenge for activists who are seeking to create changes in policy is to 
recognize the interests shared by politicians and journalists, and how the two intersect to 
resist changes toward more reasoned discourse on social issues. When there is resistance 
to change, it is not entirely conscious opposition to agendas. It also includes a 
relationship between what appeals to audiences, why corporations produce news, and 
what motivates voters.
To illustrate these theories, I will conduct a critical discourse analysis of articles 
on the topic of the drug war in selected major newspapers and magazines. Articles 
dealing with methamphetamine in the 1990s will be examined and compared to the 
coverage of cocaine to show the similarities between the two narratives. The analysis of 
methamphetamine narratives will then be compared to the narratives that grew out of the 
medical marijuana movement in the later part of the same decade. This part of the 
analysis will be weighted toward discovering if and how news narratives continued to
8
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grow along the same lines but focused the moral outrage toward those who maintain the 
war on drugs rather than the users themselves. Consideration will also be given to how 
the efforts of drug policy reform activists consciously sought to create this narrative.
9
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
For the purposes of this thesis, relevant research falls into five categories: analysis of 
sensationalism, audience psychology, sociological and political analysis of drug policy, 
prohibition history, and communication theory. Close attention is paid to Reeves and 
Campbell (1994), whose examination of cocaine narratives provides a large portion of the 
theoretical background of this thesis. The review of the literature begins with Baum 
(1996) to provide an overview of the history of drug policy as it grew from a prohibitive 
policy to an all out war.
Baum (1996) provides a full history of the war on drugs from 1969 to the early 
1990s. Through this examination, he is able to demonstrate that the media reacted to 
drugs, especially marijuana, differently at different times. Likewise, he shows that the 
narratives on drugs contain many similar elements throughout the decades.
During the Nixon administration, which had run on a “get tough on crime” 
platform, the media’s treatment of drugs was similar to how it would be in the1980s. For 
example, in March 1970, Time found a 12-year-old heroin addict. As is typical of the 
media, any hard data that would show that heroin use amongst children is all but non­
existent was completely missing from the article. Instead, the article relies on the hearsay 
of “experts” to suggest that this is a real problem and not an isolated event. Another 
unnamed expert pointed to the gateway theory that marijuana somehow causes people to 
want to use other drugs. This was used as evidence to suggest that a widespread 
epidemic of child addicts was just around the comer. In 1972, another article spoke of an 
infant addict, though it would not be until the mid-1980s that “crack baby” would enter 
the American lexicon.
10
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During the late 1970s, Baum shows the press behaving with much less hostility 
towards marijuana. In 1977, President Carter publicly called for the decriminalization of 
marijuana. According to Baum, what would be a heretical statement today was received 
relatively well in the press at that time. Even conservative Time magazine complimented 
the president on being more sensible than the public, which still maintained that 
marijuana was addictive and dangerous. During this time, journalists regularly quoted 
spokespeople for the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws 
(NORML) in the press. Journalists, Baum explains, viewed NORML’s founder, Keith 
Stroup, as just another player in the drug debate. Like Reeves and Campbell (1994), 
Baum says the media demonstrate an ambivalent view toward cocaine during this period. 
A 1981 Time article, for example, referred to cocaine as no more harmful than alcohol or 
marijuana and far less dangerous than heroin. Likewise, the media regularly portrayed its 
users as white and affluent, which did not arouse the kind of moral disgust that became 
characteristic of mid-1980s portrayal of cocaine and its users.
Baum documents the changing paradigm that led to more sensationalistic and 
hostile coverage in the mid-1980s. As Baum explains, during the late 1970s, drugs were 
seen much more as a health issue. But during the Reagan administration, drugs became a 
moral issue. It did not matter whether drug use was physically harmful or not. Though 
the negative health impact was often a rationale for the war on drugs, the New Right was 
chiefly concerned with the morality of using illicit intoxicants. So, those who did use 
them were painted as deviant and dangerous and the press generally followed this line of 
thinking. As a result, the journalists went from being reporters and simply covering drug 
issues to being active crusaders against the use of drugs. By 1990, Baum recounts,
1 1
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editors of top publications were meeting for the sole purpose of determining how the 
media could play a larger role in fighting the war on drugs. Baum (1996) writes:
In October 1990, top newspaper editors and publishers from around the United 
States and Canada gathered in Reston, Virginia to talk about their role in the War 
on Drugs. Katherine Graham, publisher of the Washington Post, argued 
forcefully that newspapers had no special role in the Drug War other than doing 
what they always do—cover the issue as thoroughly as possible. But she was in 
the minority. “This is not a normal story,” said Thomas Greer, executive editor of 
the Cleveland Plain Dealer. “We’re losing the War on Drugs.... We have to take 
an unusual posture.” The managing editor of the Philadelphia Daily News said 
that “any story you do is not enough to help the drug problem” and that her 
reporters were dissatisfied because after all their work, there were still drugs in 
Philadelphia. (Baum 1990:307-308).
What Baum documents here is that eventually journalists came to believe their 
own hype. This event illustrates Carey’s (1989) theory on socially constructed meanings, 
which contradicts the traditional view of bias. The narratives that had grown up around 
the issues of drug use in the 1980s created an Us versus Them threat, in which the threat 
was so great that any action to counter it was justified. In this case, the professional 
values of objectivity could be easily discarded in favor of what seemed a much greater 
cause. In this way, journalists can become advocates for social agendas, despite any 
claim to objectivity.
Narratives, Policies, and Paradigms
Whereas Baum provides a good journalistic account of the history of media coverage of 
drugs, Reeves and Campbell (1994) produced an extensive qualitative analysis of 
television news coverage of cocaine in the 1980s on major networks. Reeves and 
Campbell (1994) argue that “mainstream television journalism is properly understood as
12
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a spectacle of surveillance that is actively engaged in representing authority, visualizing 
deviance, and publicizing common sense” (p. 49). The authors demonstrate how 
journalists used the pervading ideologies of the Reagan years to not just interpret the 
reality they were reporting on, but also to construct the reality upon which they were 
based. From the coverage of cocaine in the 1980s came a clear and solid “Us versus 
Them” narrative in which those who were in trouble were seen as the ones making all the 
trouble. So, the nation moved away from therapeutic approaches to solving drug 
problems and into punitive measures that served the agenda of the New Right.
The authors divide the narrative into three phases, which begin with the early 
1980s. Media coverage at this time was focused on treatment of addiction and was not 
marked by the siege mentality of crack cocaine. The researchers’ analyses of the typical 
transgressor in these news stories show that most were white, currently or at one time 
affluent, and almost always in expensive treatment programs. While still becoming 
transgressors within the Us versus Them narrative, there was much more willingness to 
see white affluent cocaine users as redeemable. Therapy, the authors suggest, was 
designed to be a sort of rite of inclusion, where the transgressing cocaine addict could 
confess his problem and be purified.
During this period, a relationship developed between treatment enterprises and the 
media. Treatment specialists became a regular source in the news, just as police and 
DEA agents would become more common sources with coverage of the crack 
“epidemic.” According to Reeves and Campbell’s (1994) research, the media rarely 
scrutinize their sources in these types of relationships. In this way media construct reality 
according to the status quo. For example, 800-COCAINE received a great deal of
13
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favorable coverage as a service that helped desperate cocaine addicts. The founder was 
regularly quoted in the media and is credited with first claiming the dubious idea that 
crack is addictive on the first use. It was not until 1986 that anyone bothered to 
investigate the service and found that it was hardly the public service that it masqueraded 
as for so long. In actuality, it was a medical consortium that identified patients with 
insurance and directed them into expensive treatment programs.
Phase II of cocaine coverage, the therapeutic framing of the cocaine narrative 
gave way to war frame. Beginning in May 1986, the media began frenetically covering 
crack. Now the transgressors were black residents of the inner city, and the main sources 
were law enforcement officials. In particular, Robert Stutman of the DEA, the authors 
write, made regular appearances on the nightly news. Another aspect of this phase is the 
sensational raid footage, of which Reeves and Campbell did not find a single instance in 
Phase I.
The transgressors became something entirely alien to the social norms of society. 
Unlike the affluent whites of phase I, these transgressors were unredeemable. Reeves 
and Campbell demonstrate that the crack user represented a violator of restraint. He or 
she sought instant gratification, which lacked any of the righteous self-discipline of the 
neo-liberal capitalistic society. Ironically, the authors point out, the crack dealer is, in 
fact, celebrating these very same principles. He or she is taking risks, taking the 
initiative, and seeking out some sort of upward mobility through his or her own courage. 
Yet, the journalistic narrative painted the crack dealer with unwavering moral disgust.
In this way, Reeves and Campbell conclude, the New Right hid the reality of 
racism from view. According to this paradigm, the plight of the African American was
14
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no longer a result of racism. It was the individual’s responsibility to determine his or her 
own destiny. Yet, the war on drugs became a tool by which a war could be made on 
black communities. The same would be true of the New Right’s war on women when the 
media took note of “crack babies.” According to the authors, what made the mothers 
such a threat was not the harm to their children, but their assault on traditional roles of 
motherhood. So, instead of being sent into treatment, the women were prosecuted for 
abuse.
In the Reeves and Campbell’s Phase III, the crusading enthusiasm that marked the 
second phase was far more restrained. This period does contain some self-reflection on 
the part of the media, but by no means is it a complete retreat from the siege paradigm of 
the previous phase. The authors also note that criticism began to surface from libertarian 
and right-of-center pundits who pointed out that the expansion of police powers in 
response to the crack epidemic, in fact, contradicts the New Right’s values of small 
government. Reeves and Campbell cite a few examples of former journalists writing 
about what a “high” the sensationalism of the crack coverage was. There was an overall 
acceptance of what was guaranteed to increase circulation. But what made the crack 
panic in the media so successful was that journalists could say just about anything about 
crack, and no one would call them on it.
What is especially important about this phase for my research is that it followed 
the 1986 elections and the passage of the Omnibus Drug Bill, which created mandatory 
minimum sentences. The grandstanding of politicians was no longer necessary. And the 
clamoring of the public to “do something” to protect them from the imaginary threat of a 
crack epidemic was satisfied by creating sentences for crack that rivaled those of any
15
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other crime. The cycle of sensationalism creating the “Us versus Them” narrative, which 
leads to coercive measures, was complete.
As Jenkins (1999) demonstrates, the cycle does not end there. When the media 
tire of one sensation, they will simply move on to another, and the cycle will repeat itself. 
He uncovers a self-fulfilling prophecy in which a local phenomenon becomes a national 
obsession. It begins when a local television station covers the use of some drug. These 
stories are very attractive to reporters, because they are such guaranteed ratings boosters. 
And since the public knows very little about the new drug, just about any claim can be 
made without further scrutiny or correction. Following sensational stories, police 
influenced by the coverage begin to concentrate on that substance and the number of 
arrests increase. This gives further credibility to the local reports that the use of the drug 
is growing as journalists report increases in the number of arrests and seizures. Pretty 
soon, the news of the drug hits the wires and spreads nationally. This increases police 
focus in other areas as well as piquing the interest of those seeking a new drug 
experience. New markets are then created and inevitably filled, driven by inflated black 
market prices. “Once the media present a problem (sensationally),” Jenkins writes, 
“congressional hearings follow, permitting the issue to be discussed in another national 
forum, generating national news coverage that reinforces [the sense of] a widespread 
crisis” (Jenkins 1999:17).
The author examines a series of drug scares from PCP to ecstasy to 
methamphetamine. He demonstrates a repeating narrative. Just as Reeves and Campbell 
noted that the hysterical reports of violence-inducing crack sounded no different from 
Harry Anslinger’s testimony before Congress about marijuana driving men to axe
16
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murders, Jenkins finds the same unsubstantiated claims about all drugs causing psychosis 
and violence. The author speculates that often these myths are the result of media 
coverage. Journalists rely heavily on police sources when covering drug news. Police 
are most likely to find themselves in a violent encounter with a suspect or may need to 
justify a violent response. If the person is under the influence of a certain drug, that drug 
is blamed for the violent reactions. Jenkins uses the Rodney King beating as an example 
of this. Police tried to justify their excessive use of force in the trial by suggesting that 
King was under the influence of PCP.
Jenkins goes on to demonstrate the relationship between political motivations and 
media with a discussion of the ice epidemic. This was a short-lived media fascination, 
largely forgotten today. Stories began to pop up in the newspapers and magazines across 
the country in September of 1989. The Los Angeles Times alone did four stories within a 
nine-day period on the drug. The media drummed up the same narrative it did with 
crack, saying the drug was the “crack of the nineties” and would soon take over the 
whole country.
Jenkins uncovers how a highly localized drug like ice gained national media 
attention. The grandstanding of rivaling Hawaiian representatives propelled the entire 
scare. After the death of a popular long-time Hawaiian senator, Representatives Patricia 
Saiki and Daniel Akaka, vied for the Senate seat standing on a “get tough on ice” 
platform. While the position in the senate had always been firmly in the hands of 
Democrats, their candidate, Akaka, was vulnerable to Republican attacks for being soft 
on drugs. His membership in the House Subcommittee on Narcotic Abuse helped quell 
that criticism, and he aggressively pushed his concerns over ice on the committee,
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promising that what was a Hawaiian problem would soon become a national problem. In 
October and January, the committee held hearings concerning methamphetamine and ice. 
During the hearings, Akaka got a platform to trumpet his grossly exaggerated concerns of 
the drug to the media and display his courage to “do something” about the problem.
Saiki did her own campaigning against the drug, assuring the public she would be the 
tougher of the two candidates. Often the two were quoting media stories that were 
inspired by the hearings, which were themselves driven by the coverage.
When politicians “do something” about drug problems based on this symbiotic 
relationship between themselves and sensational media, the results are destructive. 
Massing (2000) explores how the political climate affected the various approaches to 
solving drug problems between the Nixon Era and the present day. While Nixon viewed 
drug use with disdain, most of the country still thought of addiction as a health problem. 
As such, a sophisticated treatment network was designed in response to heroin addiction, 
which had not responded to coercive measures. This network used a “multi-modality” 
system, which consisted of methadone clinics, therapeutic communities, detox units, and 
outpatient care. The program also had a central intake facility to evaluate and direct 
addicts to the most appropriate form of treatment for their needs. Added to all this was 
an outreach program that would go out into the streets and encourage addicts to seek 
treatment.
The results of the approach were phenomenal. By late 1972, the number of 
clients in federally funded treatment programs increased three fold to 60,000. During 
that year, New York City reported a decrease in crime of 21.1 percent, compared with a 
10.6 increase the year before. In September of the same year, Washington D.C. had not a
18
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
single heroin overdose, and the city saw a decrease in crime of 30 percent for the first 
quarter of 1972. Seventy-two cities across the nation saw a decrease in crime. The 
nation as a whole saw a 1 percent increase in crime, but it was the smallest increase since 
1960 when the FBI began issuing quarterly reports.
Unfortunately, as Massing documents, concerns over teenage marijuana use 
increased in the late 1970s, which gave birth to the coercive approach to drug problems. 
This early movement to squash teen drug use was very vocal in the media and quite 
hostile toward drug treatment One of its leaders explained that federally funded 
treatment encouraged drug use by telling people they would get free treatment if they got 
addicted. Massing shows how this hostility would continue well into the first Bush 
administration, when a very angry William Bennett visited a treatment center for 
pregnant women. While the women in the program tried to explain that the therapeutic 
aspects of the program was what helped them, Bennett insisted that what made the 
program work was that it caused the women to accept responsibility for their actions. 
Within this new climate, funding for treatment all but vanished.
Chavkin, Breithburt, Elmann, and Wise (1998) conducted telephone surveys of 
directors of substance abuse and child protective services in all 50 states and the District 
of Columbia. They discovered an antagonistic mix of punitive and therapeutic 
approaches to solving the problem of drug use by pregnant women. This would be 
consistent with Reeves and Campbell’s (1994) description of the third phase of the 
cocaine narrative. There was a retreat and reflection as the discourses on drugs softened 
while still no real move toward significant reform was made. The narrative was
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maintained. Massing’s (2000) account also demonstrated a trend away from treatment 
services during the 1980s and 1990s.
According to Chavkin, Breithburt, Elmann, and Wise (1998), the number of states 
reporting prosecutions of women charged with child abuse for using drugs while pregnant 
increased by 12 states from a similar study the researchers had done in 1988. And more 
states required toxicology reports reported to child protective services or the criminal 
justice system. The open-ended questions yielded an increase of treatment options for 
pregnant women using drugs. But while the number of options was increased, they were 
more localized, which limited their funding. Likewise, punitive measures were being 
more often employed.
Another study done by Roberts (1997) examines the national reaction to drug- 
using mothers in the late 1980s and 1990s. She begins her analysis with a discussion on 
how the media came to “discover” the problem of drug-addicted mothers. Roberts 
demonstrates that through their sensationalistic coverage, the public came to understand 
the problem as bad mothers. They were portrayed as promiscuous, uncaring, and self- 
indulgent, which offended the racial and class norms. She also shows that the reality of 
drug-using mothers greatly deviated in terms of scope and nature from how they were 
portrayed in the media. Roberts cites a few studies that show pregnancy was often a 
positive influence on their drug using behavior, leading them to pursue treatment with a 
much greater commitment.
Gomez (1997) presents a very similar study on societal reaction to drug-addicted 
mothers. Though, unlike Roberts (1997) who focuses mainly on a racial analysis, Gomez 
interviews California legislators in the 1990s and examines the relationship between
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media coverage of drug-using mothers and the legislators’ attitudes and voting behavior. 
She found a correlation between how legislators voted on drug-related bills and how 
much they were influenced by news of drug-using mothers. While much of the punitive 
legislation against drug-using mothers did fail, Gomez found that legislators who 
supported such measures were significantly influenced by media coverage of the 
problem. She also found that during the late 1980s and early 1990s legislators introduced 
punitive bills that coincided with coverage in California’s two largest newspapers. Like 
the media coverage, the legislation described prenatal drug exposure as a kind of child 
abuse without ever offering any evidence that exposure led directly and inevitably to 
harm.
This focus on the coercive is reflected in the authoritative voices found in 
narratives on crime and drugs. Haney and Greene (2004) demonstrated the media’s 
tendency to rely on sources that are the agents of action within a punitive model in their 
content analysis of news stories covering the trial of a capital crime. These stories 
utilized prosecutors and policy makers 75 percent of the time. Likewise the stories 
focused on the most heinous aspects of the crime. The same aspects were often repeated. 
For example, the stories of a 1995 rapist-murder trial repeatedly mentioned that the 
decomposing body of the victim was found with over 30-stab wounds. The focus is 
always on the worst aspects of the crime, and the sources of the information are far from 
the accused, such as prosecutors and law enforcement. In this process, the researchers 
suggest, the public comes to have little doubt of the guilt of the accused.
Because drugs are such a source of sensational stories and gullibility on the part 
of politicians, the public, and the media, the root of our fears of drugs gets lost in the din
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of debate as to what to do about the problem. Sullum (2003) deconstructs what he calls 
the “voodoo pharmacology” paradigm that views the use of certain drugs as so morally 
offensive that only complete abstinence is an ethically acceptable choice. This paradigm 
states that the use of certain drugs inevitably leads to a loss of control, madness, violence, 
and death. To illustrate the conflict between this paradigm and the reality of most drug 
use, Sullum quotes Former New Mexico Governor Gary Johnson saying, “I hate to say it, 
but the majority of people who use drugs use them responsibly.” Sullum asks, why does 
he hate to say it?
The voodoo pharmacology paradigm ignores the recreational drug users who 
comprise most of the drug using population. Sullum cites studies that examine that 
population and find that the stereotypes of drug users that are so often portrayed in the 
media simply do not hold up. For example, a study in the late 1990s based on surveys of 
over 900 drug users found that the typical respondent was “well educated, employed full 
time, a regular voter, participated in recreational/community activities not involving 
drugs, and described their health status as good. Their mental well-being was similar to 
[that of] the general adult population.” (Sullum 1999:16) Only one in ten of those 
surveyed noted any problems at school, work or in their family life due to their drug use. 
As Sullum explains, it is the one in ten that are the most visible of drug users. A 
weekend cocaine user, for example, who does not commit any crimes, would not appear 
in the media. Therefore, the public only sees the violent minority of drug users whose 
violence probably has little to do with their drug use. In this way, the majority of drug 
users — even those of cocaine — who use their drugs responsibly, become invisible. 
Sullum offers plenty of statistical evidence from government surveys to support his claim
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that most of those that have tried cocaine, crack, or methamphetamine, have not done so 
at any point in the past month. It would appear that the raging addict robbing houses to 
pay for his next fix is no more representative of the average drug user than the vomit- 
covered alcoholic laying in the gutter is representative of the average drinker. While the 
media never overtly claim that all users are addicts, I argue that their focus on the most 
egregious behavior of drug users, in an effort to generate audiences, creates this 
paradigm.
Sullum begins deconstructing the paradigm by demonstrating ironies within 
contemporary beliefs about drug use where crack cocaine is considered the ultimate sin 
even though there is not a shred of evidence that it is anymore harmful than alcohol. 
Despite this fact, few people would be comfortable with open sales of crack cocaine or 
would accept the idea that casual use of the drug is possible.
To demonstrate the irrationality of these beliefs, Sullum traces the history of 
Mormonism and Islam with respect to their attitudes about alcohol. In this historical 
analysis, he shows that their moral objection to alcohol parallels common beliefs held 
about illicit drugs — that the inevitable consequence of any drinking is sloth, gluttony, 
violence, sin and the destruction of morals. He then draws the same parallels between the 
illicit drug paradigm and those of the temperance movement. This movement culminated 
in the constitutional ban on the manufacture and sale of alcohol. While prohibition failed 
just as miserably as the war on drugs, it was motivated by the same irrational beliefs that 
dictate that people are incapable of using the intoxicant in a way that is not harmful to 
others or even themselves. Die author also demonstrates that in the late 1800s, the same 
paradigm was applied to cigarette smoking, which was thought to cause violence and
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delinquency. Today, while acknowledging that there is harm in the use of tobacco and 
alcohol, most people would not think that tobacco makes you lazy and alcohol will cause 
you to go insane. Yet, as Sullum points out, this is exactly what we accept of illicit drugs 
despite no scientific study ever finding causation between drug use and bad behavior.
Despite the often inaccurate portrayal of drugs and many other issues, the media 
rarely suffer for their lack of scrutiny. Anderson (2004) examined the effect the Janet 
Cooke affair had on the Washington Post’s stock price. His study challenges McChesney 
(1987), who found that the newsroom itself is not an entity that directly affects the profits 
of a media firm, due to the fact that most profits come from advertisers. Anderson finds a 
direct effect on the fallout of the Cooke affair on the Post’s stock price.
It is interesting to note for the purposes of this thesis is that the stock price did not 
fall that far. The ombudsman investigation revealed widespread negligence in 
maintaining accuracy. This event should have ended the Post's position as one of the 
nation’s most prominent newspaper. Yet, the effect was quite small. This study would 
suggest that a newspaper will only suffer minor profit losses from outright lies, and 
would therefore suffer very little from even the grossest exaggerations, as long as they 
are not completely fabricated.
Psychological and Sociological Studies
Though fears about drugs are unsubstantiated, the media’s lack of accuracy causes them 
to continue to be accepted. The question then becomes, why is fear such a useful tool for 
generating audiences? Davis and McLeod (2003) suggest that sensationalism has an 
evolutionary basis. The researches studied newspaper stories in eight countries,
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published between 1700 and 2001. The category of stories, they found, remained 
relatively stable throughout the period. The information contained within the categories 
corresponded with that which would affect fitness in the Environment of Evolutionary 
Adaptedness (EEA), which identifies factors that are important determinants of the ability 
of an individual within a species to pass on its genes. These factors include self­
destructive behavior, food acquisition, parasites, altruism, predators, reputation, cheater 
detection, violence, reproductive strategies, and the treatment of offspring. The authors 
examined news for a nonrandom selection of topics that would fall within these 
categories. Suicidal behavior was one of the repeating categories throughout the time 
period. According to the research, this could explain the appeal of drug stories in that 
drug use is misconstrued often to constitute self-destructive behavior.
Another study found that the highest level of increase in attention as well as 
recollection of the information provided in HIV ads was found in ads that not only incited 
fear on the part of the viewer, but also violated social or personal norms. Dahl, 
Frankenberger, & Manchanda (2003) studied the effects of attention and retention of 
three different advertisements. The first advertisement warned the test subjects not to be 
“a fucking idiot” and use a condom. A hand blocked some of the letters of the profanity. 
The second advertisement was to elicit fear, warning the test subjects that HIV would 
cause them to expire before their driver’s license. The third advertisement was purely 
informational.
The first ad had the greatest level of informational retention of the three. While 
the second ad elicited a greater amount of attention than the third, the subjects did not 
recall as much information as those in the first group. These findings demonstrate the
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importance of the moral offense within a news narrative. A story that causes fears in 
readers will grab their attention, but when combined with a violation of social norms, the 
audience is far more likely to recall the information in the story. In this way, a “buzz” is 
more effectively generated.
Geer and Geer (2003) researched the effect of negative and positive political 
advertisements on memory. What they discovered challenges conventional wisdom about 
so-called attack ads. It is often said that people are much more likely to recall 
information that is negative about another candidate. Using radio ads, the researchers 
found no significant difference in recall of information between the listeners of positive 
ads and those of negative ones.
What they did discover, though, demonstrates how negativity of information leads 
to grossly inaccurate understandings of problems in our society. Using the memory 
model of Collins and Loftus (1975), the researchers explain that memories are a network 
of ideas and associations that, when organized, form a schema. The data collected show 
that after hearing a negative ad, subjects “are recalling not only the content of that ad, but 
related pieces of information that exist in the individual’s schema of negative political 
information.” While the researchers are unable to explain why this phenomenon does not 
occur with positive ads, the findings do suggest that negative information will erode 
accuracy in memory recall.
Weitzer and Kubrin (2004) examined the effects of news on the audience’s fear of 
crime. This particular study took into account many factors that are usually not 
controlled for such as location of residence and race. Likewise, the researchers did not 
limit their study to one medium. As they point out, the type of medium greatly affects
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the style of coverage. Television tends to contain more disturbing imagery, whereas 
newspapers may feature only a handful of photographs.
The researchers discovered that media do play a significant role in shaping 
consumer’s beliefs about and fear of crime and that local television news will have the 
greatest impact. The data also show that the media are but one factor of many. People 
who live in high-crime areas are far more likely to be influenced by what they read, hear, 
and see in the news than those who do not. Likewise, there is a positive relationship with 
those whose main source of news is national, which tends to make people feel removed 
from the places where crime takes place.
Glassner (1999) theorizes that fear is constructed as a means of dealing with other 
fears. He suggests that largely unfounded fears that feature prominently in the news 
media and political campaigns, and actions taken against the imagined threat allow the 
media to avoid other issues that are too proximate to deal with directly.
For example, he recounts the March 1991 murder of Army Spec. Anthony Riggs, 
who had just returned home from the first Gulf War. Originally, the media covered the 
story as a murder-caijacking and framed it as a story about how a soldier could survive 
the war in Iraq only to be gunned down on the streets of America. Ironically, the intense 
media attention led to the truth coming out, which would have been easy to determine 
with the most cursory investigation. Riggs was murdered by his wife to collect a 
$175,000 insurance benefit, which she had taken out before he left for Iraq.
As Glassner explains, the coverage of the Iraq war was tightly controlled. Most of what 
journalists had to work with was a carefully constructed script handed out in sporadic 
press conferences and electronic images from the screens of modem weapons. The Riggs
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story allowed them to get at the Iraq story, Glassner suggests.
This also relates closely to the theories of Nathan and Snedeker (1995), who 
suggested that the overblown, paranoid day-care molestation cases of the 1980s acted as a 
vehicle by which women could challenge male dominance while still maintaining their 
role as women. If they unleashed their fears in the name of the children, then they were 
still mothers and could avoid the guilt of undermining the family with their own wants 
and needs.
Hume (2000) demonstrates the importance of the blame factor in a news 
narrative. The author takes an interesting examination of how the 1918 flu epidemic has 
been largely forgotten in history, despite killing more people than World War I. He 
suggests that this was precisely because it had no real beginning, no end, and no 
discemable enemy. The enemy was an illusive germ. Authorities and institutions were 
powerless, and only through a large stretch of the imagination could anyone blame 
incompetence. Everyone was powerless, and this event garnered few heroes.
This bolsters my theories on the nature of sensational narratives. There must be a clear 
enemy and an element of moral offense. Without these, there is no story that will gamer 
and hold the interest of an audience, and therefore, there is little recall of the actual event 
itself.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Using methods of critical discourse analysis (CDA), I will illustrate how language shapes 
readers’ views of drug stories. According to Wodak and Meyers (2004), CDA is 
fundamentally focused on the analysis of hidden and overt structural relationships of 
control, dominance and discrimination. This approach asks how power and control in 
unequal power relationships are manifested in language, and specifically seeks to 
describe them.
Unlike other research methods, CDA researchers determine their interests in 
advance and play an advocacy role for groups who suffer from social discrimination. This 
method does walk a fine line between social scientific research and political 
argumentation, and the criticism of the method revolves around this aspect of it. 
Proponents of CDA argue that since the structures of power relationships are hidden, a 
different and critical approach is necessary to derive results that are of practical 
relevance.
CDA legitimizes itself as scientific by following self-reflexive methods. It begins 
with a selection of phenomena to be observed, explains the theoretical assumptions of the 
observer, and then explains the methods that link the theories to the observations.
Because of its aims in describing hidden power relationships, CDA does not limit itself to 
any single group of sociological and socio-psychological theoretical perspectives.
Various CDA approaches utilize epistemology, general social theories, middle-range 
theories, micro-social theories, and discourse theories. The aspect of CDA that unifies
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the method is not so much the theoretical perspectives, but rather the questions that are 
being asked.
I use this method because it is a problem-oriented approach. Stemming from a 
personal struggle to build effective public particular point of view. I make no apologies 
for the fact that I am a drug policy reform advocate, seeking to undermine destructive 
policies that are not based in science. Therefore, the CDA approach would seem 
appropriate to this study. Wodak and Meyers (2004) write, “(CDA) focuses on social 
problems, and especially on the role of discourse in the production and reproduction of 
power abuse or domination. Whenever possible, it does so from a perspective that is 
consistent with the best interest of dominated groups. It takes the experiences and 
opinions of members of such groups seriously, and supports their struggle against 
inequality” (p. 96). In this case, the group being taken seriously is drug users, drug 
addicts, those who seek to sell drugs legitimately, and supporters of drug policy reform.
The following publications are used in the analysis: New York Times, Washington 
Post, Newsweek, Time, and the Los Angeles Times. These publications are chosen to for 
their wide circulation and appeal to policy makers. The Los Angeles Times is included to 
examine content from the other side of the country and because it has much more content 
in the way of medical marijuana narratives than the Washington Post and New York 
Times. The two magazines will be examined because they target much more general 
audiences.
The examination is divided into two sections of drug news: the methamphetamine 
narratives of the 1990s, and the medical marijuana narratives over California’s 
Proposition 215. These are compared with Reeves and Campbell’s (1994) analysis of
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television news coverage, with considerations to the three phases of cocaine news 
narratives as laid out in their research. An explanation of the two sections of my research 
is discussed in more detail below.
For both sections, I select articles dealing with the relevant topic. The first 
section is searched for articles in the years 1990 to 1999. The Boolean string used is: 
methamphetamine (and) “drug war” (or) “war on drugs.” The second term was selected 
to narrow the total number of articles down to a more manageable quantity. Using these 
terms helps focus the sample on articles that are much more likely to discuss the drug in 
terms of the reactions and policies surrounding the narrative. The second section 
searches articles for the phrase “medical marijuana” in the years 1995 to 2000. It begins 
one year before the medical marijuana initiative, Proposition 215, passed in California in 
1996. The examination continues four years after the event to analyze the reaction to its 
passage and implementation. This section of the analysis is to demonstrate how activists 
can effectively change news narratives, which will translate into policies more favorable 
to their agenda.
For the purposes of comparison to cocaine narratives, a collection of articles 
dealing with cocaine from 1980 to 1988 was gathered. The search terms used were 
“cocaine” (and) “war on drugs” (or) “drug war.” The second and third terms were added 
to keep the sample size manageable. Like the methamphetamine sample, these terms 
narrow the focus to policy, which is central to the analysis. Articles from this selection 
then served to illustrate parallels to narratives in articles dealing with methamphetamine 
and medical marijuana. The articles on cocaine is considered and selected using Reeves
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and Campbell’s (1994) theories on the three phases of cocaine coverage in television 
news.
To make the study more manageable, certain stories are eliminated from the 
analysis. To keep the study focused on how domestic policy is influenced by news 
coverage, articles dealing with the following topics are removed: all reviews (tv, movies, 
books, and plays), Iran-Contra scandal, international busts and arrests, trials of 
international figures (i.e. Noriega), laws that have to do with international relations, funds 
or laws (i.e. Plan Columbia), and AIDS stories that only mention drug use, but are 
primarily about the disease. Articles that dealt with trafficking along the Mexican-US 
border are included in the sample.
The analysis then identifies the five discursive strategies as defined by Wodak and 
Meyers (2004). The identification will follow the five questions that deconstruct the 
rhetorical means by which persons are discriminated against. The five questions are as 
follows:
How are the persons named and referred to linguistically?
How are drug users described? What adjectives are being used? What metaphors 
explain their character and behavior? What cliches are employed?
What traits, characteristics, qualities andfeatures are attributed to them?
What assumptions are being made about the people? How do these assumptions 
contribute to the narrative on the problem?
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By means o f what arguments and argumentation schemes do specific personas or social 
groups try to justify and legitimize the exclusion, discrimination, suppression and 
exploitation o f others?
This question examines the reasoning behind intoxicant-based discrimination. 
How is addiction to illegal drugs described in such a way that makes it much 
more morally offensive than alcoholism? Why is a user of illicit drugs such a 
threat? To whom is he or she threatening and in what way?
From what perspective or point o f view are these labels, attributions and arguments 
expressed?
Who is the voice of the article? Is it the addict or user, or is it the reporter? Is it a 
police officer? How do the choice of sources affect the descriptions of the user? 
Are the respective utterances articulated overtly? Are they intensified or mitigating?
This question analyzes how great is the degree of the problem that the journalist is 
reporting on and how that compares to the actual size of its problem. For 
example, methamphetamine is regularly described as a rapidly spreading 
epidemic despite the fact meth use has seen no increase since 1998 (Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2004). How do the hard 
statistics compare to the journalists’ descriptions?
My analysis includes a look at stories that discuss agents of actions as defined by 
Wodak and Meyers (2004). These are stories talking about drug-related bills, calls for 
action, or drug laws. The purpose of this secondary part of the analysis of the periods is
33
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
to return to theory and show how these narratives translate into coercive, punitive 
measures.
The first section of my analysis will move beyond the work of Reeves and 
Campbell (1994). Reeves and Campbell were looking at how the agenda of the New 
Right was reflected in the coverage of cocaine during the 1980’s. They were not 
scrutinizing the news for its loyalty to the facts, which are always open to interpretation. 
They consider an objective reality to be a mythical creature. Reality, in their view, is a 
socially constructed world of meanings and symbols, and the news produces and 
reproduces these. With that, they move beyond the unremarkable truth that the drug war 
maintains the status quo. Instead, they address much more complex questions about how 
television news challenges and alters the world of everyday life. This forms much of the 
theoretical background of my analysis.
Using those theories of a socially constructed reality, I examine how the financial 
motivations of the media create sensationalism, which, in turn, creates a threatening 
world to be feared. This translates into reactive, irrational, and self-defeating 
policymaking.
The second section of my analysis illustrates how the modem methamphetamine 
scare can be examined in the exact same light as the cocaine narratives of the 1980s, and 
how it continues to produce the same ineffective approaches to drug problems. The 
methamphetamine scare is essentially the same narrative, updated for the interests of a 
modem audience. Once the racist nature of the crack scare became apparent, the new 
enemy became the “angry white male,” complete with “trailer trash” stereotypes and 
right-wing terrorists (Jenkins 1999). A new Us versus Them narrative grew in which the
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enemy had a new face and a new drug. Nonetheless, the pattern remains unchanged. 
People receive a greatly exaggerated view as to the nature and degree of the problem, and 
lawmakers follow with the same coercive, punitive approaches to resolving the problem.
The third and final section of my analysis demonstrates how drug policy reform 
activists altered the narrative on drugs with the medical marijuana strategy. This section 
of the analysis examines the narrative on medical marijuana following the passage of 
Proposition 215 in California, which protected those in possession of marijuana from 
arrest if they had a recommendation from their doctor to use marijuana for certain types 
of ailments. In this narrative, the clear Us versus Them paradigms were undermined.
The moral disgust element was turned on its head. No longer could the enemy be clearly 
defined as a hedonistic parasite or a violent addict. Now the targets of the drug war were 
the sick and feeble. This turned the moral disgust toward supports of the drug war and 
the DEA.
This section illustrates how activists can be more effective in their own media 
campaigns by being sensational enough to appeal to journalists but also containing an 
element of moral disgust against the opposition. With those two factors solidly in place, 
activists can alter the narrative on a given issue in the news. This will, in turn, translate 
into government policies more friendly toward their issue.
For both sections, careful consideration is given to how cocaine narratives 
evolved, according to Reeves and Campbell (1994), and how the narratives on medical 
marijuana and methamphetamine compare. This is especially important in the analysis of 
the role played by drug policy reform activists in altering the narratives on drug issues. 
Reeves and Campbell demonstrate how, in the third phase of cocaine coverage, there was
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a period of reflection. As the researches state: “The discourse of discrimination was 
somewhat softened by a growing sense of doom as reporters reacted to criticism from 
without...and to self-doubt from within about the continued failures of the war on drugs 
to solve the problem” (p. 18).
The analysis sets out to distinguish between the effects of the evolution of drug 
narratives from the direct actions of drug policy reform activists. Methamphetamine 
articles are examined to see if the same pattern could be found in narratives that have 
followed those of cocaine in 1980s. This helps identify just how important the role of 
drug policy reform activists has been in shaping the narrative in favor of their agenda. If 
similar patterns existed in the analysis of methamphetamine as those of Reeves and 
Campbell’s (1994) findings with cocaine coverage, and the narratives on medical 
marijuana showed important deviances from that pattern, then it would suggest that the 
medical marijuana strategy did have an impact on the discourse on drugs. Otherwise, any 
alterations in the narratives on drug policy in the articles can be more attributed to the 
sensational narrative simply fizzling out, as per Reeves And Campbell’s third phase, and 
allowing for a more open and reasoned discourse.
The articles were gathered from the Library of Congress using ProQuest and Info 
Trac Onefile databases. These databases did not contain articles in Time or Newsweek 
for the complete sample of cocaine articles for the time period. In the case of the two 
magazines, the Readers Guide to Periodic Literature was used. All articles under the 
subject “cocaine” were taken. After 1986, the publication began to include the subject 
“crack,” and articles in Time and Newsweek were collected and printed from microfiche.
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All articles available in electronic databases were emailed to a personal email 
address in collections of 30-50 articles. These emails contained a list of citations for each 
article, followed by an abstract and full-text version of the articles. For the sample of 
methamphetamine articles and medical marijuana articles, the emailed document was 
copied and pasted to a word document in plain text format for the analysis.
Articles were selected for inclusion based on the abstract of the article. In some 
cases, the full article was considered if the abstract did not provide enough information 
for inclusion. Table 1 shows the total number of articles collected compared with the 
final numbers once articles were eliminated as explained on page 31. The final count 
resulted in 1171 articles total. The articles for cocaine, which numbered 655, were only 
gathered for comparative purposes and were not as fully analyzed as those dealing with 
methamphetamine and medical marijuana. Once eliminated, there were 516 articles that 




cocaine AND cocaine war" OR medical
"drug war" OR total after "war on meth total after "medical marijuana total
"war on drugs" exclusion chrugs" exclusion marijuana" after exclusion
Los Angelas Times 349 210 82 58 271 242
New York Times 264 156 20 11 99 71
Washington Post 460 247 22 13 134 107
Newsweek 31 27 6 4 3 0
Time 21 15 13 4 13 3
Totals 1125 655 143 90 517 426
Table 1: Total Number of articles gathered and total number analyzed
Each of the five discursive analysis questions listed on page 38 was given a color 
code. The articles were then read. Then, selections that pertained to a question were then 
highlighted according to the color codes. Notes and questions were placed in brackets
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next to the highlighted questions and elsewhere in the articles. Once this process was 
completed for all articles within the sample, the highlighted sections and notes were 
reviewed again and trends in the coverage were identified. The following chapter 
discusses the trends that emerged from this process, which demonstrated some 
unexpected results.
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Chapter 4: Presentation and Discussion of Data
The analysis of methamphetamine narratives showed strong similarities to those of 
cocaine in the 1980s. The parallels included a tendency to ignore typical users while 
focusing on serious drug abuse, to confuse correlations with causation when reporting on 
studies, a strong reliance on law enforcement for data and information, political 
grandstanding, and catch phrases like “crack of the 90s.” The Us versus Them narratives 
characteristic of cocaine coverage were present. The data do show some differences in 
coverage. With cocaine, there was a discemable pattern in frequency of coverage that 
correlated with election campaigns. With methamphetamine, these patterns were 
nonexistent. Figures 1 and 2 show the number of articles published dealing with cocaine 
and methamphetamine respectively.
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Figure 1: Number of cocaine articles by year
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Figure 2: Number of methamphetamine articles by year
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Figure 3 shows the number of articles published according to year for the medical 
marijuana articles. The data show that the articles rapidly increase following the passage 
of Proposition 215 in the California 1996 elections, but then follow no correlation with 
subsequent elections. An increase in articles in the Los Angeles Times in early 1998 
corresponds with a rash of legal battles between federal, state, and local authorities as the 
proposition was put into effect. Another peak can be seen in the third quarter of 2000, 
which corresponds to more legal battles in the state supreme court and local elections.
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Figure 3: Number of medical marijuana articles by year
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The sample of articles dealing with medical marijuana were far greater in number 
than those of methamphetamine. This would suggest that the actions of drug policy 
reform activists did open up a large dialogue on drug policy, and in some cases, the 
narrative was more favorable to drug policy reform. As we will see, in the case of all of 
the publications except the Washington Post, when these articles are examined with the 
five discursive strategies as laid out by Wodak and Meyers (2004), the data illustrate that 
users, dealers, and supporters of reform were described more positively and had fewer 
negative assumptions attached to them. Those who opposed the implementation of 
Proposition 215 were referred to in negative ways and were assumed to be intolerant, 
dogmatic, and cruel. Advocates received much more favorable coverage on the whole 
than opponents. Supporters and users were also quoted more often and earlier in the 
articles than the opposition, and more so than drug policy reform advocates in the 
narratives on methamphetamine. This would fall in line with a narrative in which the 
moral disgust has been reversed.
Methamphetamine
Many similarities to the narratives on cocaine are seen in the analysis of the coverage of 
methamphetamine use. An article in the Los Angeles Times exemplifies these similarities 
between the characterization of methamphetamine users and the way in which cocaine 
users were characterized in the previous decade. Throughout the article, the author 
focuses on the frightening exceptions. Stoll (1995) reports the sensational cases are not 
typical of the average user, but specific phrases downplay that fact.
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The article begins with an odd juxtaposition of anecdotes and actual statistics
which imply that drugs have the power to turn everyday citizens into psychotic hedonists.
These anecdotes include a hospital executive “curled in the fetal position on the floor of
his cave-like apartment with his phone pulled out of the wall” and a mother who neglects
her kids in favor of drug use. (Stoll 1995:B1). The reporter then claims that these stories
are “the ravages of drugs in Ventura County” (Stoll 1995:B1). In the following
paragraph, Stoll (1995) writes:
The popular image of illegal drugs may tend to Colombians in black Mercedes 
limos or crack addicts on Downtown Los Angeles sidewalks. In fact, however, 
federal statistics show that of the estimated 12.2 million Americans, who use 
illegal drugs at least once a month, two-thirds are employed and three-quarters are 
white (p. Bl).
Drawing on the first two questions in Wodak and Meyers (2004) discursive 
strategy analysis, which examine how users are referred to linguistically and what traits 
are being assigned to them, we will look at how users are being described and what 
qualities and attributes are being assigned to them. In this case, they are described as 
paranoid, greedy and selfish, all of which were caricatures seen in the narratives on 
cocaine users (Reeves and Campbell 1994). Then, using government sources, the author 
describes users as being mostly white and employed. This juxtaposition of information 
creates a narrative in which drugs have the power to take the typical employed citizen 
and turn him or her into a non-functioning paranoiac, violating social norms of hard work 
and care for the family.
The article furthers the picture of a hidden destructive force within middle class 
America as the narrative continues:
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But there is no shortage of Ventura County users whose painful, mostly private 
ordeals show that just as easily as narcotics can turn slums or South American 
countries into deserts of violence and despair, drugs can wreck the lives of 
affluent, white, suburban professionals (Stoll 1995:B1).
The author then concludes this opening section of the article with a quote from a 
police officer saying that drug users are not caring for their children or working. In this 
discursive strategy, the statistic suggesting most users are employed, combined with the 
lurid anecdotes, frame the narrative to imply that a hidden threat is lurking amongst the 
general population. Though the statistics would suggest that most users of drugs are 
productive citizens — mitigating the danger drug use poses to the average American — 
the article appears to use the information in such a way as to enhance the danger posed.
A similar discursive strategy can be found throughout the sample when journalists 
report on “victims” of addiction. These are stories that draw on the testimony of families 
and friends of addicts who blame the family’s difficulties on the addictions. As in the 
example above, this confuses the exceptional with the typical. The Los Angeles Times 
reported on a young woman, described as “an activist against drugs” (Lin, 1999:1), who 
tells of extreme neglect and abuse at the hands of her drug-addicted parents and 
guardians. Before she begins to relate her subject’s very difficult struggle, the reporter 
qualifies it as being what one can expect of drug use. After a brief introduction of the 
activist, Lin (1999) writes, “Hulsey said she grew up surrounded by addicts and 
witnessed what she calls ‘the true face of drugs.’” (p.l).
The data also reveal many of these types of distortions and assumptions about the 
effects of illicit drugs on users. For example, in an opinion piece in the Washington Post, 
Raspberry (1990) writes that alcohol, banana splits, and sex have limits to the pleasure
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they can produce in an individual. He then suggests that illicit drugs do not and continue 
to provide pleasure long after the use of the drug becomes disadvantageous. Alcoholism 
is never mentioned in the piece. The author then writes of experiments in which rats are 
given the ability to push a lever, which stimulates the pleasure centers of their brains. In 
turn, the rats abandon food and exercise in favor of pleasure. The conclusion the author 
draws then is that given the freedom to seek pleasure with these chemicals that he claims 
can cause limitless pleasure, people will surrender all responsibilities to work and home, 
even life itself. As Sullum (2003) points out, this completely ignores the fact that most 
drug users, when studied within the general population, do not fit these characterizations. 
This also relates to the assumptions found in the first example presented in the discussion 
in which the statistics on drug users being employed is readily dismissed.
Another discursive feature of the methamphetamine narrative is its use of catch 
phrases. These relate the current problem with a previous one. For example, the Los 
Angeles Times quotes President Clinton, referring to methamphetamine, “That is a deadly 
drug. It's gaining in popularity... We have to stop it before it becomes the crack of the 
1990s” (Brownstein, 1996:A1). Likewise, the New York Times did a story on the same 
speech, which is described as an effort to “head off any Republican attempt to tar him as 
soft on crime” (Purdum 1996: B8). In this article, the author quotes the same phrase that 
relates methamphetamine to crack. In an article in the Los Angeles Times on the topic of 
the growing rate of methamphetamine use, Maugh (1995) quotes a psychologist referring 
to the substance as “the drug of the 90s” (p. Al).
Likewise, throughout the sample, growing rates of methamphetamine use are 
referred to as an “epidemic.” In the Los Angeles Times, Arax and Gorman (1995), for
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example, quote a DEA agent, saying, “In my 24 years in law enforcement, I've never seen
a drug problem as frustrating as this one...It is absolutely epidemic” (p.Al). Reeves and
Campbell (1994) noted the phrase “crack epidemic” was repeatedly being found in their
analysis. This further mischaracterizes the drug as something that infects the population
and spreads with conscious intent and with inevitable detrimental effects. As Sullum
(2003) argues, drugs are inanimate objects that require a human agent to manifest an
event. The word “epidemic” implies a virus or some other organism acting to infect
unsuspecting victims. This completely ignores the consensual transactions and behavior
that surround drug sales and drug use.
Even beyond the implications of the words chosen to describe the problem, the
articles do not characterize or mischaracterize the extent of use, even when actual rates of
use are reported. For example, a 1996 article on a Clinton campaign speech in the
Washington Post says that the president is proposing an initiative to stop the “rapid
growth in use of methamphetamine” (Harris, 1996:A05). The article does not quote a
single statistic to back up this claim. The following quote from the New York Times also
demonstrates how claims of increased use and unrelated statistics are juxtaposed in ways
that can be misleading:
Mr. Clinton...pledged new Government efforts against methamphetamine, or 
“meth,” a powerful stimulant that has gained new prevalence in recent years in 
California and the Southwest. From 1992 to 1994, according to Government 
figures, deaths attributed to drugs more than doubled nationwide, rising to 219 
from 68 in Los Angeles alone (Purdum, 1996:B8).
In this case, the claim of prevalent use is backed up with a statistic on deaths in 
which all illegal drugs — not just methamphetamine — may have been a factor. 
According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration data
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(2004), only 5% of those aged 12 and over in the US have ever tried methamphetamine 
and approximately 0.3% of the population has used methamphetamine in the past month. 
For the period examined, methamphetamine use was not counted separately. The report 
notes that there was a “general” increase in stimulant use between 1992 and 1998, but 
does not characterize it as extreme. Following 1998, there have been no significant 
increases in use of the drug.
The sample contained a total of eight articles dealing with the rising use of 
methamphetamine: one article in the New York Times, one article in the Washington Post, 
five articles in the Los Angeles Times, and one article in Time. Of these articles, not a 
single one quoted any specific statistics from government data.
The articles also show that when reporting on studies that found various 
correlations between drug use, addiction, and crime, the subject was treated as if there 
were a causal link between them. Following the release of a study by the Public Statistics 
Institute, Maugh (1995) noted the report’s findings in an article for the Los Angeles 
Times. The journalist begins by noting an increase in hospitalizations due to 
methamphetamine use. Jenkins (1999) and Sullum (2003) point out that in these types of 
statistics, any mention of the use of a drug makes the visit related to that drug whether or 
not the drug actually caused the visit. This method doesn’t take into account that other 
factors besides an increase in use can cause an increase in hospital visits. Within the 
sample, narratives on the high rate of drug use amongst prisoners and statistics from 
treatment centers were often used to characterize the nature of drug problems. Of course, 
both groups of drug users are precisely those whose drug use is out of control and do not 
represent the general population.
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The narrative on methamphetamine and its users followed closely to that of
cocaine in the 1980s. This narrative falls in line with what Sullum (2003) refers to as
“voodoo pharmacology.” As explained in the literature review, this is the concept that
drugs have the power to cause behavior. Narratives such as those detailed above appear
to contain this idea, which can be implied in many ways. The examples above show how
they create the notion that the typical citizen can be “turned into” an out-of-control addict
through simply recreational use of methamphetamine. But this characterization of drugs
causing behavior can be implied in many other ways. For example, an article in the Los
Angeles Times covered DEA agent corruption along the Mexico border. Consider this
quote from the article:
The case of Carrillo, 24, and Garcia, 30, illustrates how even the best agents can 
be neutralized by Mexico’s drug world. The men had seemed models of a new 
generation of Mexican police. Fresh out of the police academy, they had passed a 
battery of U.S. and Mexican exams testing their honesty, U.S. officials say. In 
July 1997, they attended a one-month training course run by DEA, FBI and 
customs officials in Leesburg, Va (Sheridan and Ellingwood 1999:1A).
In this case, the data show a tendency to blame drugs for the corruption of an 
upstanding citizen even when it’s not a matter of addiction. The article does not discuss 
the role prohibition and artificially inflated drug prices have on encouraging this behavior 
by creating an incentive to break the law with the promise of high profits. So, again, we 
have the “voodoo pharmacology” assumption that drugs can make people behave in 
dangerous and immoral ways.
Throughout the sample, the characterization of users and methamphetamine in 
this way was quite common, and the only challenges to this narrative came from two 
opinion pieces by drug policy reform advocates questioning the wisdom of the war on 
drugs.
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From Discourse to Action
This section will present the findings when questions three, four, and five of the 
discursive strategies analysis are applied. These questions deal more with action against 
those being characterized. Question three asks what arguments are being used to support 
exclusion, suppression, or exploitation of the group in question. Question four asks from 
what voice or perspective are these arguments being made. And question five looks at 
how the arguments and language exaggerate or mitigate the nature of the problem.
From what was found in the data, we see more how these characterizations may 
have a strong influence in the creation and acceptance of coercive strategies against this 
demonized population. Police authorities and other government officials were the most 
common voice of the articles in the sample. The only users that were quoted were either 
“victims” of addiction, as in the example earlier, or current and former addicts.
Therefore, the point of view comes primarily from those that would maintain the drugs- 
as-a-threat narrative.
Likewise, these voices are treated very differently, in terms of the direction of 
moral disgust. As explained in the background chapter, this element is important to how 
the narrative will unfold in terms of action against the perceived threat and greatly affects 
how the story will be remembered. In the Los Angeles Times, Platte (1991) writes of two 
narcotics officers who were sentenced to probation, fines, and volunteer work for 
misdemeanor convictions of assault on a criminal suspect during a drug raid. The first 
quote of the article is the sentencing judge who says that both men “are perhaps victims 
of the drug war as much as anyone else” (Platte 1991 :B1). In this way the violent,
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criminal behavior of the police is excused by implying that the drugs are still causing the 
bad behavior. The moral disgust element of the narrative is still maintained despite a 
rather shaky connection.
The Washington Post reported on Republican presidential candidate Elizabeth 
Dole, who attacked President Clinton for being “weak on drugs” and lacking “the moral 
authority to send a message that drugs aren’t cool” (Balzand and Drehle, 1999:A08). The 
same type of discourse was found in the sample articles that covered the previous 
election. In an earlier article, the Washington Post reported, “Counterpunching Robert J. 
Dole’s claim that he is soft on drugs, President Clinton says Congress will stymie the war 
on narcotics unless it quickly provides all the money "to get the job done” (“Clinton says 
house” 1996:A04).
The previous April, an article in the Washington Post illustrates how politicians
attempt to outdo each other in terms of their commitment to the coercive policies. The
article begins with a lead about a speech to schoolchildren, where President Clinton
pledges a firm anti-drug stance. Then Harris (1996) writes:
House Republicans did not exactly heed the president’s words. “Forget a war on 
drugs; Bill Clinton hasn’t even fought a skirmish on drugs,” said Rep. John A. 
Boehner (Ohio), chairman of the House Republican Conference. “He has spent 
the last three years dismantling America’s anti-drug war and now he says he 
wants to rebuild it,” said Rep. Joe Barton (R-Tex.), chairman of the House 
Commerce subcommittee on oversight and investigations (p. A05).
During the same election season, The New York Times reported a radio address by 
Republican presidential candidate Bob Dole in which he blames Clinton for being soft on 
drugs and ultimately causing an increase in drug use. Dole claimed, Seelye (1996) 
writes, that Clinton’s policies sent the message that “drugs are O.K. or harmless fun.”
52
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
“Sending a message” is a theme and phrase that comes up many times in the narratives on 
cocaine and the sample of methamphetamine articles. Police, for example, are often 
quoted as needing to “send a message” to dealers or users in a response to growing 
methamphetamine use. This is important to note, because it illustrates how a coercive 
discourse develops under the “voodoo pharmacology” paradigm in the sample of the 
narratives on users.
Overall, the analysis of methamphetamine coverage did show a strong tendency 
toward focusing on worse case scenarios with drugs and downplaying mitigating 
information. Likewise, there was a strong reliance on voices that would enhance and/or 
maintain that paradigm. Whenever politicians were the topic of coverage, the articles in 
the sample showed an consensus toward punitive responses. Alternatives were only 
discussed in separate opinion pieces. The next section moves to articles on medical 
marijuana to examine whether similarities or dilferences exist between coverage of 
medical marijuana and the trends seen in cocaine and methamphetamine.
The Medical Marijuana Narrative
The sample of articles on marijuana showed striking differences compared to those of 
methamphetamine. In each publication except the Washington Post, the characterization 
of users of medical marijuana was much more positive, while those who opposed 
Proposition 215 were referred to linguistically in ways that implied that they were cruel, 
dogmatic, and undemocratic. Likewise, users of medical marijuana, their caretakers, and 
supporters of drug policy reform were given much more of a voice in the article and their 
quotes were most often placed ahead of the opposition. Also, the data show that on a
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state level, campaigning politicians who opposed medical marijuana or had interfered
with the implementation of Proposition 215 were on the defensive and characterized
negatively in the articles. It is important to note the almost complete silence on the issue
from federal politicians.
The discussion of this section of the analysis begins with an examination of the
articles previous to the passage of Proposition 215. Even before the efforts to collect
signatures for a medical marijuana initiative began, the New York Times and the Los
Angeles Times showed tendencies toward sympathetic views of the medical marijuana
issue. The Washington Post had no articles found under the search terms printed
previous to the passage of Proposition 215.
Later as the medical marijuana movement gathered enough signatures to place the
initiative on the ballot, the first two newspapers began to feature opposition opinion more
prominently in the article, while still providing a strong voice for supporters. The data
show that, as the DEA began to react to the voter-approved law by raiding providers of
medical marijuana, the papers began to emphasize supporters’ viewpoints and
characterize opponents, especially law enforcement, more negatively.
The first article from the Los Angeles Times sample — published on the first day
from which samples were taken — profiles a multiple sclerosis patient and is quite
sympathetic to her dilemma (Tagami 1995). In the lead paragraph, Tagami writes:
Dixie Romagno is smoking her last joint. Desperate for a high, she has scavenged 
through the dregs of her marijuana stash and run the seeds and stems through her 
coffee grinder. She takes a few drags, but they don’t do much for the muscle 
spasms racking her body. It’s always like this after Romagno pays her bills. 
Sometimes she must choose between making her rent and buying the weed. And 
the weed always comes first because Romagno, 43, has multiple sclerosis. Its 
symptoms-including muscle spasms, vertigo and double vision-make life nearly 
unbearable. But marijuana helps, she says, and many doctors agree. Reports of its
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therapeutic effects on patients with multiple sclerosis, AIDS, glaucoma, cancer 
and other diseases spurred the California Medical Assn. in March to give a 
qualified endorsement of the drug for medical use, pending further study. “It 
wouldn’t fly unless an awful lot of us had patients swear by it,” says Dr. Thomas 
Horowitz, a CMA delegate who backed the resolution (p ,E4).
The article goes on to discuss the struggle she has with some family members,
who refuse to accept her use of the drug, which comes across as heartless. The patient’s
daughter is quoted as saying, “It’s really sad because it has totally, totally tom my family
part. (Grandmother) doesn’t want to have anything to do with it. She doesn’t care what
anybody has to say about it. It’s pot.” (p.E4).
An article published in June also sympathetically profiles a person who uses
marijuana for medical purposes. Murphy (1995) writes:
The deep green marijuana leaves lovingly nurtured to bloom in the dank back 
room of her trailer in the woods were, Joanna McKee says, a lifeline for dozens of 
grievously ill patients soothed out of their pain by the plants’ hypnotic smoke. For 
the cancer chemotherapy and AIDS patients who came to depend on the drug’s 
ability to quell their nausea and kick-start their appetite, McKee’s marijuana co­
op provided low-cost supplies and-for those able to tend their own secret gardens- 
ready-made pots complete with irrigation tubing, fertilizer and drainage 
reservoirs. Her clients, she said, often gained a new foothold watching their tiny 
cannabis plant bloom into health (p. A5).
But as the initiative — later to be known as Proposition 215 — begins to gather
steam, the paper uses puns and tongue in cheek references to the movement. It also
features critics more prominently in the article. Romero (1995) writes:
Gov. Pete Wilson has twice blown smoke in the face of the state Legislature’s 
mandate to legalize marijuana for medical use. Those vetoes will come back to 
bum him, say some marijuana activists, if the people have their way (p.l A).
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The following July, the Los Angeles Times ran another article that featured quotes
from both supporters and opponents. In this case, the opposition quotes and opinions
were presented first in the leading paragraph:
“This initiative is so irresponsible and poorly written that even children could be 
permitted to legally grow and smoke marijuana over the objections of their 
parents,” Gates said, adding that the measure’s backers are “shamelessly 
exploiting the public’s compassion for AIDS patients, cancer patients and 
glaucoma sufferers” to legalize widespread use of pot (Bailey, 1996b:B4)
The article then immediately switches to proponents’ point of view, saying, 
“Backers of the initiative countered that Gates and other foes are badly interpreting the 
initiative, which allows a patient to cultivate and use marijuana but only with a 
physician’s approval” (p. B4).
Two articles follow chronologically according to publishing date. Both concern a 
raid on an organization that illegally provided marijuana to those with a doctor’s 
recommendation. The first article is about the raid itself and primarily features the voices 
of law enforcement. A state justice department spokesperson is quoted as saying that the 
raid was designed to seek evidence of “illegal marijuana use, particularly by people who 
were not using it for medical reasons” (“Agents Raid Medical” 1996:A16).
The next article in the sample concerns a protest that follows the raid and only 
features the voices of the protesters. The only voice given to the agents explains that the 
“agents raided the club’s headquarters early Sunday after a two-year investigation 
revealed evidence of nonmedical marijuana sales. The agents seized more than 100 
pounds of pot, documents and more than $65,000 in cash” (“500 S.F. Marchers,” 
1996:A22).
An article the following month profiles a supporter and opponent of the
56
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
movement for medical marijuana. The opponent is an Orange County Sheriff who is
described as the “most vocal law-and-order man in California’s most conservative of
counties” (Bailey 1996a: A3). The profile of the supporter appears nearly halfway into
the 1735 word article. She is described as a widow who claims that her husband’s life
was extended and suffering eased through the use of medical marijuana while undergoing
chemotherapy. Using the questions of the discursive analysis, we see a shift in how the
voice of the opposition is featured from previous articles. Neither source representing a
viewpoint is described in any negative or unfavorable way. But the opposition is given
several paragraphs before the story of the widow’s story is told.
The New York Times was covering the issue of medical marijuana in early 1996.
In an article on Dennis Peron’s efforts to provide marijuana to the ill, the paper
demonstrates the earliest beginnings of its dialogue on the issue. Like the Los Angeles
Times, users and supporters of medical marijuana are referred to in linguistically neutral
or positive ways. Goldberg (1996a) writes:
But in the decades-old battle over whether marijuana should be legalized, Mr. 
Person and suppliers like him are opening the latest major front: They are forcing 
the issue of whether the drug should be provided to the veiy ill, particularly AIDS 
and cancer patients who use it to relieve nausea, stimulate appetite and dull pain 
(P-Al).
The paper ran an article the September before the 1996 election that illustrates the 
way in which the publication’s coverage of the supporters of the initiative was far less 
favorable closer to the election. The article focuses almost entirely on the large 
contributions by George Soros to the California campaign and begins with a harsh 
characterization of the movement’s motives:
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The human face of Proposition 215, the medical marijuana initiative on Tuesday’s 
ballot, is benign and sympathetic. It’s right there in the backers’ TV commercials: 
A breast cancer survivor who uses marijuana to ease nausea, a doctor who 
prescribes it to ailing patients, the widow of a cancer patient who used marijuana. 
But opponents say those compassionate images mask the real force behind 
Proposition 215—a handful of wealthy out-of-state supporters unified by a mutual 
distaste for the U.S. government’s dogged war on drugs (Bailey, 1997:A18).
The final article in the Los Angeles Times sample that was printed before the
election also features critics more prominently. Goldberg (1996b) opens the article in a
way that characterizes the initiative as something universally dismissed by prominent
citizens. The reporter writes:
The Clinton Administration has condemned it as a cynical hoax, the Republican 
Presidential candidate, Bob Dole, has denounced it as dangerous, and in a letter 
released today, former Presidents George Bush, Gerald R. Ford and Jimmy Carter 
call it a threat to the public health of “all Americans” (p. A12).
It should also be noted that before the election the Los Angeles Times opposed 
Proposition 215, saying that the “would allow the drug for ‘any other illness for which 
marijuana provides relief,”’ which it called a huge loophole (“Recommendations in 
Selected Races” 1996:B4). Three days after the election, Balzar (1996) refers to the 
organization that pushed Proposition 215 as an “upstart campaign” (p-Al). The first 
quote of the article is from a supporter, which shows an immediate shift in voice 
placement. The choice of quote though is a law professor, saying, “Doonesbury won the 
election!...This may be the baby boomers taking control” (p.Al). The comment on 
Doonsbury concerns a controversial installment of a comic strip that made fun of a vocal 
opponent of the measure.
In the Washington Post sample, the earliest article on the topic characterizes the 
new law unfavorably. Claiborne and Suro (1996) write, “Federal and state officials are
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struggling to respond to new marijuana laws in California and Arizona that critics say are 
so loosely written that even people suffering from sinus headaches could legally possess 
the drug” (p. Al).
The discussion will now turn to how the narrative changed over the course of the 
sample period. One of the strongest shifts was related to question four of the analysis of 
discursive strategies, which asks whose voice is being used in the article. Invariably, 
medical marijuana users and supporters became the voice of the articles by the end of the 
sample. Their quotes come earlier and are many times longer. In some cases, the 
opposition was either paraphrased or not quoted at all.
The Washington Post showed the weakest shift in this aspect. In 1998, DC 
residents voted on a medical marijuana ballot measure. The results were never counted 
as a provision in an appropriations bill prevented money being spent to count the results. 
Of 10 articles in the sample that are primarily about the ballot measure, only three 
featured quotes by proponents that came earlier in the article than the opposition. 
Likewise, in the other articles in the sample, proponents were much more likely to be 
paraphrased and quotes fall later. The New York Times saw a much stronger shift. Of 48 
articles in which quotes were used, 28 carried quotes from proponents earlier in the 
article or did not quote the opposition at all. (This does not include paraphrasing.) The 
Los Angeles Times was strongest in this narrative feature. The paper carried quotes in 
170 articles of the sample, and in only 21 was the opposition quoted first or opponents 
not quoted at all. (This does not include paraphrasing.)
For example, the last article in the sample quotes a medical marijuana user.
Reyes (2000) quotes her as saying, “I have to live in fear in Orange County every day
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because there are no guidelines here on marijuana use. Patients like me are being arrested 
all the time” (p. B4). The article then paraphrases the sheriff dismissing Proposition 215 
due to its conflict with federal law. In an article from October 1998 on a federal judge’s 
ruling that prevented the California Attorney General from shutting down a medical 
marijuana provider, the executive director of the organization is quoted strongly and no 
quote or paraphrase is given to the opposition. The executive director is quoted as 
saying:
Every minute that we’re still here we are educating American citizens that we 
can still do this....We need to destigmatize this issue and continue to educate 
people on the fact that medical marijuana is a very beneficial substance to a lot of 
people (“Judge Allows Oakland” 1998:A23).
The only voice granted to the opposition states:
Many of California’s marijuana clubs have been shut down through the efforts of 
the Justice Department and Atty. Gen. Dan Lungren, who obtained state court 
rulings limiting the scope of Proposition 215 (p. A23).
The data also reveal a striking change in how users were characterized throughout 
the sample. What makes these characterizations important to the analysis is that they 
“normalize” users. This is in contrast to the methamphetamine articles, which show the 
user to be an alien threat, invading the values and security of middle class life. The 
articles in the medical marijuana sample depart entirely from this trend. Rather than 
mentioning characteristics such as blood shot eyes, slow speech or forgetfulness, which 
could reasonably be found amongst medical marijuana users, reporters showed a 
tendency toward characteristics and manners that showed the users to be a familiar part of 
the values and security of the middle class.
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For example, just after the election, the Los Angeles Times printed a flattering
characterization of one of the movement’s early prominent figures:
Inside the once-bustling campaign headquarters for California’s medical 
marijuana initiative hangs a portrait of an angel with delicate wings, a sly smile 
and a cannabis leaf tattooed on its chest. For those involved with Proposition 215, 
it takes only a glance to guess the portrait’s subject. It’s Dennis Peron, San 
Francisco’s silver-haired pot guru, an angel to some, a devil to others, but 
unquestionably a critical force— perhaps THE force—behind California’s historic 
Nov. 5 vote to legalize marijuana for medical use (p. A40).
While many characterizations were not quite this lauding, the quote does
exemplify the positive treatment found throughout the sample. In an article near the end
of the sampling period, the Los Angeles Times describes a medical marijuana patient as a
“feisty 64-year-old retiree” (Wilson 2000:B1). In the story, the man tries to comply with
medical marijuana laws by informing police that he is growing marijuana for his own
medical need. The man’s house is subsequently raided and his plants uprooted. In turn,
the man is able to get a homeowners insurance settlement for the damage done to his
landscaping. In this way, the narrative ends up legitimizing the man’s claim that he was
wronged and characterizes him as a victim of law enforcement vandalism.
The New York Times showed a similar trend toward characterizing users of
medical marijuana in positive ways. For example, Fisher (1997) quotes a 49-year-old
muse with breast cancer who had just purchased a week supply of marijuana:
“I’m also a social worker with a master’s degree,” she said, quietly running 
through credentials that added up to complete respectability.”I taught school for 
14 years. I went to Adelphi University. And you can use my name if you want” 
(p.l).
This quote appears early in the 2046-word article, which also quotes another 
medical marijuana user who is a former kindergarten teacher. Such characterizations can
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be found toward the end of the sampling period. In June of 2000, an obituary of medical 
marijuana activist Peter McWilliams, who died after a judge denied him permission to 
use marijuana to treat his AIDS symptoms, specifically mentioned that he was a best­
selling author. It is not surprising that decorum would be exercised in an obituary, but 
the fact the obituary appears is a noteworthy characterization of users of medical 
marijuana. The death of such a figure could easily have been ignored.
As in the case of shift in voice focus, the analysis found the very little change in 
the characterizations of medical marijuana users or supporters in the Washington Post. 
Three articles in the sample discussed the incidents in California. The bulk of coverage 
on the issue concerned a ballot measure in DC to permit the use of marijuana for medical 
purposes. The sample found a single case where a user was profiled, which described 
him as a “Republican father of two, a former Green Beret, and an official of the Howard 
County Farm Bureau” (Shen 2000:B1). The trend in the Washington Post was to discuss 
the issue, rather than the users, and the data show that the discourse came almost entirely 
from experts and politicians. The publication was much more likely to print opinion 
pieces against medical marijuana, though in each case, the sample contained responding 
letters to the editor, which presented the opposing view.
In an effort to examine how moral shifts occur in a narrative, questions one and 
two of the analysis of discursive strategies, which examine assumptions, descriptions and 
characterizations of groups, were applied to law enforcement authorities, government 
officials, and opponents of the medical marijuana issue. The data reveal that such a shift 
did occur in which the opposition was referred to in unfavorable ways and assigned traits 
that violated values of compassion and tolerance. Like the shift in characterizations of
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users, no such shift was found in the Washington Post. In earlier articles in the Los 
Angeles Times and New York Times, the shift was not so apparent. By 1998 and 1999, as 
the DEA stepped up its efforts against medical marijuana dealers, the shift was much 
more obvious.
Most often, it is the placing of information and quotes by opponents that assigns
dogmatic and uncompassionate characteristics. The compassionate purpose of
Proposition 215 is placed before the actions of opponents to prevent its implementation.
For example, “Oakland’s Effort” (1998) in the Los Angeles Times describes the
organizations that provide medical marijuana:
The clubs sprang up throughout California after passage of Proposition 215, the 
November 1996 initiative that allows seriously ill patients to grow and use 
marijuana for pain relief with a doctor’s recommendation without being 
prosecuted under state law (p. A17).
The article has now characterized the efforts of the clubs as providing pain relief
to the seriously ill. In the very next paragraph, the article describes the actions of an
outspoken opponent.
But many of the clubs have been shut down through the efforts of Atty. Gen. Dan 
Lungren, who obtained state court rulings limiting the scope of Proposition 215, 
and the Clinton administration’s Justice Department, which sued six clubs to 
enforce federal laws against marijuana distribution (p. A17).
Other examples exist in which the opposition is overtly characterized in less than
heroic terms. In a story in the Los Angeles Times on drug czar Barry McCaffrey’s
resignation, LichtBlau (2000), in the very first sentence, describes the czar’s drug policies
as “impassioned but controversial.” The article then goes on to discuss his actions
against the medical marijuana community.
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Around the same time, the New York Times printed an article that strongly 
editorialized against the governments attempts to stop patients from receiving medical 
marijuana under Proposition 215, writing, “The Clinton administration’s three-year battle 
to prevent the use of marijuana as medicine as allowed under California law got a well- 
deserved rebuke this month” (“Medical Marijuana” 2000:A26).
How this issue was treated during election campaigns seems similar to how 
methamphetamine and cocaine were treated by politicians. As we see in the analysis of 
methamphetamine articles, there was a strong tendency toward speeches favoring and 
promising coercive action. Likewise, there were strong efforts to condemn opposing 
candidates for not acting in the same manner. The analysis of medical marijuana articles 
found that there were instances of defensiveness on the part of candidates that acted 
against Proposition 215. Also, campaigning candidates noted their support of the 
initiative. This was entirely limited to state and local elections in California. No such 
trend existed at the national level, which suggests that the change in narrative may have 
had more to do with area politics than with broader changes in narratives.
For example, the Los Angeles Times covered a district attorney race in San 
Francisco in which candidates show unusual attempts to be more liberal than the other. 
The article begins by specifically noting how this is something one would only find in 
San Francisco:
In this lonely bastion of liberalism, where Mayor Willie Brown is the 
“conservative” in the mayor’s runoff Tuesday, running for district attorney is 
different. Diversion must be stressed over prison....Drug users and prostitutes 
must be given leniency, rather than a trip to the slammer. So when it was 
suggested to the campaign manager for incumbent Terence Hallinan that 
challenger Bill Fazio supports medical marijuana as strongly as Hallinan, the 
Hallinan campaign quickly dispatched Wayne Justmann, executive director of a 
marijuana distribution center, to champion the district attorney. “Mr. Hallinan has
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had 30 years experience supporting marijuana initiatives,” Justmann said. “His 
membership in NORML (the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana 
Laws) goes back some quarter of a century” (p. A3).
The Washington Post carried an article that briefly profiled a candidate in the 
democratic primary for Council Ward 2 in which the candidate did mention his support of 
medical marijuana (“Democratic Primary” 2000:J17).
The only exception to this localized trend was presidential candidate A1 Gore’s 
sudden change in position on the issue of medical marijuana. All three newspapers 
carried stories concerning how, at a candidate forum in December 1999, the candidate 
had stated his support for medical marijuana, only to back away from the position 
immediately after. Otherwise, no other national candidate was quoted in the sample as 
being supportive or opposed to the issue as part of his or her platform.
In conclusion, the analysis of medical marijuana did find a trend toward sympathy 
for users and support of the issue in both the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times. 
The discursive strategies examined did show some reversal in the characteristics assigned 
to drug users and those of the authorities. While the Washington Post was not openly 
hostile to users of medical marijuana, no certain shifts in dialogue were present. The 
analysis, though, did not find a move toward action on the part of politicians outside 
California races, which does not compare to the findings in the methamphetamine 
analysis. In the conclusion, I will discuss further what these findings mean to the theories 
presented and whether or not activists can change such narratives in the ways suggested.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
This thesis attempted to illustrate how profit motivated sensationalism in the 
media influences the democratic process toward the creation and maintenance of coercive 
and punitive measures to deal with social policies. More than that, this research was 
written from the point of view of activists that are seeking to alter narratives in the media 
with the hope of effecting change. The research was guided by the assumption that any 
major change in the way media content is produced is not going to happen any time soon. 
This was done in the interest of conducting research that may help build better media 
campaigns in this type of journalistic environment.
The research, therefore, sought to examine the development and nature of Us 
versus Them narratives surrounding the methamphetamine panic during the 1990s. 
Secondly, the research sought to trace these narratives to the policies that follow. Finally, 
the research examined how drug policy reform activists might have changed the 
narratives with campaigns to “legalize” the use of marijuana in the treatment of physical 
ailments. The greater goal of this thesis, then, was to discover if the narratives on drug 
policy were changing and how such change may be furthered by drug policy reform 
activists and replicated by other activists in their own campaigns.
The analysis of methamphetamine articles did show the same trends in coverage 
as found by Reeves and Campbell (2004). The moral disgust that surrounded the 
dialogue developed in the same way as the narratives on cocaine. The user was viewed
66
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
as an alien presence that threatened the values of the middle class. He or she was 
something other than “us.”
The analysis attempted to illustrate how sensationalism was contributing to this 
type of dialogue. In the sample, there were strong trends in emphasizing the most lurid 
aspects of behavior of users of the drug. The typical user, when mentioned, was 
dismissed or utilized in a way to make the fact that typical users are typical people seem 
more threatening. The positioning of information on the typical user seemed to suggest 
that the typical user was a threat just waiting to happen.
As such, the analysis found that the dialogue on the part of lawmakers was 
strongly in favor of coercive and punitive action against this perceived threat. This 
illustrated a relationship that exists between how discourse develops around social 
problems and the policies that react to the narratives.
The analysis of medical marijuana articles in the sample did find a reversal in how 
users of the drug for medical purposes were treated. They were not associated with 
crime, violence, laziness, or any offense of middle class values. Positive aspects were 
emphasized while negative ones were ignored. In the case of law enforcement that acted 
against those users, characteristics of intolerance and cruelty were assigned throughout 
the sample except in articles Washington Post. The other publications did find this trend, 
which suggests a reversal in how the moral disgust element of a narrative played out.
What the analysis failed to show was the same connection to lawmakers that 
methamphetamine showed. While local and state politicians in California showed 
support for medical marijuana users, no such discourse existed on a national level with 
the exception of A1 Gore and his reversal from being supportive to the exact opposite.
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Hence the analysis found no movement toward coercive or punitive policies against law 
enforcement or others who acted against medical marijuana users. The discourse-to- 
policy thread that was found with methamphetamine did not exist with medical 
marijuana.
The aims of the research, then, were not fully realized when the analysis of 
discursive strategies were examined under the five questions as laid out in the 
methodology. A shift in characterization of users did not result in a shift in reaction by 
policy makers. The candidates that ran on platforms of medical marijuana support in 
California can more likely be attributed to localized political demographics and not 
narrative alterations in the media related to drug policy reform campaigns.
The results of the most recent elections further illustrate that the greater narrative 
on drug policy in this country is not being fully changed in a comparable reversal. In 
November 2006, as the analysis for this thesis was being completed and the discussion 
written, voters in Colorado and Nevada voted on initiatives that would have taxed and 
regulated marijuana in the same manner as alcohol. Neither initiative managed to pass 
(“It was the worst” 2006). Though the Nevada initiative failed, it did manage to gain a 
record number of votes from previous elections on similar initiatives, but only by an 
increase of five percent (“Backers Vow” 2006). The attempt in Colorado followed 
successful campaigns in Denver to accomplish the same thing (Cordona 2006). 
Campaigns for medical marijuana have been successful in every case, except the 2006 
voter initiative in South Dakota, which failed by a very small margin (Kirschenmann 
2006). But any move toward ending prohibition of marijuana has yet to see a single
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successful vote. The outcome of the most recent elections suggests that if the dialogue is 
changing, it is doing so very slowly.
One important limitation in the research is that it examined only print media, 
which generally does not reflect the kind of sensationalism that would be seen in 
television news journalism. For example, Reeves and Campbell (1994) recount a 
television news story about a raid on a crack house. After the raid, Nancy Reagan toured 
the aftermath. “After frowning at the tawdry wallpaper and drug-bust debris, Nancy, who 
looked fetching in her LAPD windbreaker, managed to delve instantly into the dark 
hearts at her feet and declare: ‘These people here are beyond the point of teaching and 
rehabilitating’” (p. 136). This kind of overt moral disgust was not apparent in the analysis 
of newspaper articles, and it would be unlikely that such a story would be found in print, 
which cannot rely on images as much as television. This element of a narrative was more 
often found in implications and assumptions, which had to do with how information was 
placed, what sources were used, and where quotes could be found within the article.
Another limitation was the search terms used, the short time period, and the 
elimination of cocaine articles from the full analysis. All these choices were made 
because there was only one coder to analyze the data. A much larger sample of data 
could have been analyzed by having a group of researchers highlight sections of articles 
using a standardized notation and color coding system corresponding to the five 
discursive strategies as explained in the methodology chapter. The researchers could 
then cross compare notes and highlighted sections to identify trends within a larger 
sample. This larger sample would consider all cocaine articles using only the search term 
“cocaine.” The same could be done for the methamphetamine articles and therefore
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include articles that did not contain “war on drugs.” Finally, the sample of medical 
marijuana articles could include “medicinal marijuana,” which is a common term that 
was not considered in the sample.
Likewise, a larger team of researchers could do a far greater amount of 
quantitative analysis, which would contribute to a greater understanding of the discourse- 
to-policy thread. Paraphrased voice analysis would be possible with a larger team of 
researchers to gain a greater understanding of the perspectives the narratives are coming 
from. This thesis only considered quoted data. Also a much more sophisticated method 
of studying voice placement could be implemented.
Besides creating a larger group of coders, suggestions for future research would 
be to avoid being limited to a single medium such as print. Especially as newspapers 
scramble to retain readers who are getting more news from the internet, the print medium 
may have a smaller role in the creation of discourse on social policies. Discerning 
journalists’ motivations would be especially helpful. The research in this thesis could 
only speculate on exactly how journalists choose their sources, what stories to cover, and 
why certain narrative choices are made. Other research would seek ways to examine 
these motivations through surveys, focus groups, and demographic interviews.
Comparing the analysis of news with testimony in legislative sessions could discover a 
greater understanding of how much and in what way news narratives are used by or are 
influencing policymakers. This would help clarify the narrative-to-policy thread.
The greater purpose of this research was to discover ways in which activists could 
wage effective media campaigns. The data showed two important factors within the 
sample period. First, the publications were silent on or sympathetic to the issue of
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medical marijuana from the very beginning. Secondly, following the election of 1996 
there was a trend toward condemnation of opponents of medical marijuana in news 
narratives, especially from the Los Angeles Times.
In the state of California, subsequently, there was a move on the part of 
campaigning politicians to show their support. Since the data showed no comparable 
reaction on the national level, nor a change in narrative in the Washington Post, there 
must be some consideration of the political influence a successful campaign can have on 
a news narrative. It is quite possible that Proposition 215 demonstrated some form of 
consensus in California to the issue. Therefore, the Los Angeles Times, which showed 
the greatest move toward support, was simply acceding to public opinion in response to 
the elections.
There is no similar political process on a federal level that would allow for voter 
initiatives to take place, which greatly limits the possibilities for drug policy reform 
activists and those working on other issues to replicate the campaign on a national level. 
The findings of the analysis, though, do suggest some possibility for changing news 
narratives on state and local level, which may be helpful to activists. A campaign could 
be more effective if it combines a sensational reversal of the Us versus Them theories 
laid out in this thesis, as well as a successful statewide or local voter initiative.
For example, environmental activists could be successful with such an approach. 
Global warming contains all the necessary elements to create a sensational narrative. The 
threat of massive and catastrophic natural disasters will frighten large audiences. There is 
no demographic that could not be threatened by such a scenario. Likewise, the 
sensational narrative could be tied into an Us versus Them framing in which corporate
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greed is to blame for this threat. Then, if combined with a voter initiative on a token 
issue, the campaign may see the same favorable coverage that medical marijuana did.
For example, the campaign could be tied around a vote for a small reduction in toxic 
emissions from state manufacturing facilities. If the narratives then became favorable to 
that specific issue, then in subsequent elections, politicians may be much more likely to 
campaign on a platform that is supportive of that and other environmental issues.
The above example may avoid another problem that was encountered with 
altering news narratives in drug policy. The methamphetamine narratives showed no 
important trends toward drug policy reform, even toward the end of the sample period. 
Therefore, it would appear that drug policy reform activists created a parallel narrative on 
medicinal use of marijuana that remained separate from a narrative on recreational use of 
drugs. Therefore, it would be advantageous to tie in voter initiatives more directly with 
the issue.
Of course, this would depend on what voters are willing to support. Drug policy 
reform activists specifically chose the medical marijuana strategy because it was the one 
case where voters were sympathetic to reform, even though opponents could easily 
accuse the movement of ultimately wanting to legalize drugs (Sullum 2003). In all cases, 
existing voter support would be necessary for such an approach.
What the thesis has uncovered is that changing the narrative, especially one as 
ingrained in American discourse such as prohibition, is no easy task. To open doors to 
greater reform, activists will have to continue to be innovative and creative in their 
approaches to media campaigns. If activists can find a way to lead journalists, it may be 
possible to get the leaders to follow.
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